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ABSTRACT 

A survey of French research by CEREQ ("A French 
research centre for analysis of occupations and of vocational 
education and training'^ shows that firms have undertaken a number of 
experiments, most of them large scale, to retrain their work force. 
These initiatives are situated within a general context of change. 
Training programs based on cooperation among Darticipants promotes 
innovation in the content of training and its implementation 
throughout the whole firm and all personnel categories. The role of 
the training service and human resources management is revitalized, 
the government is involved through increased funding, employees are 
active participants in the training process, and programs are 
negotiated with the unions. Skilling programs generate within the 
customary operation of the organization a capacity to produce not 
only goods but also know-how. Training programs initiate an uncertain 
process in terms of the final form of the organization, which will be 
a result of what the employees make of it through training. The main 
issue is achieving compatibility among often contradictory modes of 
training is to integrate them into the same program. Academic 
knowledge and practical know-how must be combined. These activities 
coincide with a transformation of the link between training and 
company classifications. Certification is recognized over seniority, 
the criterion that traditionally dominates French firms. The 
fragility of the process of reskilling is apparent in the specific 
contexts, high financial costs, and determining role of initiators. 
(Contains 18 references.) (YLB) 
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FRENCH DIMENSIONS 



Changing The Firm 
Through Training 



Continuing training in French firms has been regulated by 
law since 1971. This legislation has led above all to short-term 
training courses which have mainly reinforced the particular 
skills and qualifications of employees, it has thus hardly 
improved the capacity to deal with organisational and 
technological changes and to accompany external reconversions. 
By contrast, the survey of French research that follows 
describes experiments that have been undertaken by firms, most 
of them large scale, in order to re^skill their work force J 
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THsax Initiatives are situated within a general 
dynamic of change: the creation of a leas 
hierarchical work organisation that relies on the 
Initiative and re^xsoslblllty of the comloyees; greater 
labour elBdency throu^ Increased flex&>lllty of the 
productive process and higher standards of qtudlty; an 
Internal market based more on Individual and ooUective 
competence than on seniority. In shoct« the entire 
system of pli^eis that mskea up a firm has been called 
Into question* The degree of success varies from one case 



to another, and for each dimension of change, 
difficulties can outnumber successes: the new model 
has yet to be invented. 



1 . The lurvcy tbttl foUowa Is a tummAiy of A artlck by Mic^ 
reutzte and Ertc Vcrdler which will Mpptmr under the title 
"Sntreprlaes ct formstloni quaUfiuites, une ootutiuctlon sodAle 
Inachevte* (Finns mnd SklUlng TralxUng Progrmmmci, An 
IwwyWtc Burial Effort! In Soc<g^gtodutrm«CAg^ 1003. 
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Otmifimv qf Trying Programmmm 
andKxpmimmts 

Although the concrete modc^itSes vary, the main characterisik-s 
of dve experinrnits art thg Jotloi£>ing: they are lengthy, ojten 
to taUing mon than five hundred hours oj traSnSng per person; 
thsy ore moiniy ainwd at gubordLiate personnel especiaUy 
thise with few skQls, as wed as supervisory personn^ the 
totality or at least the fnqfority qf whom are to be trained. They 
reiy on a pedr^ogi^ and organisational interaction betveen 
'theontkxd' training courses (general and technical sul^fects) 
and on-the-job apprenticesidps aimed at a Jar-reaching 
transformation of job contents. They often involve the 
partkipatlonoftminersjrom the National Educatfonol systemor 
the Ministry qjf Labour. T}wse experiments have been set up in 
various sectors tohere the process industry dominates, induding 
J\rms studied by CEREQ (electronics (Balut 1 990}, iron and steel 
metaUurgy (Kirsax I990h syndwUc textOes (CSMer 1900D, in 
the h>st laboraioriei of its asscciaied oentnes ((Bel ei cO. 1988}, 
[Dubar et al 1989}, [Dubar and Engrand 1991B and by other 
teams (farm-pwduoe ijxiustry (Broda 1990} and [Bousq^yet and 
Orang^rani 1990}, chemicals tTapin 1990} and nonfenx)US 
metaU(Heilietl990i}, 



training programmes based on 
co-operation among players 

THIS co-operation promotes Innovation In the content 
of the trairilng and Its concrete Implementation 
throughout the whole &: the firm and the persomiel 
categories. 

I Reviving the Role qf the Tn^ning Servloa and 
Human Aesources Managemient 

Hie explicit Intervention of the cmtral managemeat is 
not explained solety by the scsile of the rcsoitrcea 
Involved (an increase of several percentage points !n the 
portion of the wage blT. allocated to training. Icad'Jig to 
rates of 8 percent and higher^ i:»mpared to a legal 
TTiintTTiiim of 1.3 percent). Abovcs all. these tiralnlng 
programmes are part of a company plan cfdllng Into play 
the type and quality of the prod.ucti 5n pcotlculai'. Their 
realisation thus depends on a strategic decision. 
Hie role of the draining department is upgraded as a 
result, but at the same time, the I'sompany's trainers 
have to modify their practices considerably (Feutrle 
1990]. The other operational management units are 
directly involved in the development of the training; 
fabrication in particular is involved from the initial 
conception stage. The potential Imfiact of training on the 
efficiency of production depends on tMs process. The 
training department has an esaen^/ial co-ordinating and 
advisory role to play in orddir to reconcile the 
expectations of tlie other parts of the company and its 
employees with the koals and pr£ictici» of the trainers, 
whether they are in-nouse or external. This is a fiar ciy 
from the "catalogue" training course, the 
take-it-or-leave-it training product. The training 
department should have repieaentatives in every unit 
involved. 

I Qtrong Qcvemment Involvement 

Hie authorities contribute to funding thjrough training 
agreements with the firms. Hiese stipulate that the 
government assumes a portion of additional training 
expenses (33 % for unskilled personnel and. in certain 
cases, part of employees* pay during the training period). 
Long-term activities are carried out with the direct 
collaboration of the National Education system or the 



AFPA (MiiUstry of Labour). Whether the training leads 
to a national^ certified diploma, or not, the public 
tialners are seen as guarantees of the quality of the 
instruction provided. 

I A DemandlnG Procesejor Et aployees 

Employees are not simply target!^ to be reached. They 
must be active participants In thr. training process and 
should most instances commit themselves to carrying 
out: pait of the training outside oi work time, especialty 
for gen\iral training such as matti. and French (which is 
conitxaj^y to the ori^al measures of the 197 1 Vocational 
Tnilning Act: see Training and Employment n« 2, Winter 
1991), Trainees sometimes feel like they are enrolled in 
degree couroes recalling their initial academic 
expcricaicea, which were often marked by failure. This 
leuds to a process of selection which, in the cases 
studied Ut the food products industry [Broda 19911, 
aJifectii ncar^ half of those Involved, either before or 
dialing training. All the operations have reduced the 
number of U^ees, most often for lack of candidates 
but also because of department or shop supervisors' 
reluctance to allow valued employees to absent 
themselves for long training programmes. 

s A Negotiated Training Programme 

Wegotiiition witli the unions Is more likely to result in an 
jigreemcnt when the ti-aining la carried out by a public 
Ioo(ty that ([prtintfl a national diploma* The imlons accord 
considerable value to certificatior., or at least to tlie 
particlpa.Uori of public bodies as a guarantee of their 
interests. 

The puroult of national certification will also depend on 
the txpectaUons of both employees and employer about 
the company's employment prospects. A strong 
probabillt3f of cxterrjal reconversions in the medium nm 
will favoui 'the national diploma as a form of Insurance 
for the futiJire. 

Hie firm tr nda to reduce costs of conforming to national 
degree requirements by negotiating the length of 
training and having employees' work experience 
validiated. The latter is an Important losuc because It 
entails the establislmient of a continuum between skills 
specific to the firm and a general resource, the diploma 
or degree recognised by the State. 



AN OPEN ORGANISATION 

^ WLUNO programmes go far beyond the limited 
J purposes of the training course. They are intended 
to generate within the customary operation of the 
organisation a capacity to produce not only goods but 
also know-how [Midler 1991]. Training programmes 
initiate an uncertain process in terms of the final form 
of the organisation, which, in large part, will be the 
result of what the employees make of it through training 
(GRAP 1988al. Eingincers often have difficulty accepting 
a form of work organisation ^ere. in contrast to the 
rationalisation of Taylorlsm. each person's role is not 
predefined. 

I OrganiMotion through Experimentation 

The desire to fit into a totally predefined mold would be 
quite contradictory to the programme and the 
employees* Invohrcment In it. "The development of skills 
will take place throughout the training period, as the 
shop collectivity becomes conscious of its new 
capacities, and new procedures are envisioned for the 
rotation of work stations and the division of the 
workload" (GRAP 1988al. 
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I ri\rmall9x9d ?rpCi9duriis and Common 

It in xitctsaiiry first of all ifor liie parties Involved to have 
a common Traine of references for action. The two most 
striking teclml que^ are conciHved with this end In mind. 
Ti\t "training c>raluatlou" creates IndMduallscd training 
pfi ths which piovlde Irainec;* ^vlth frequent indications 
about their potiltlon tind orientation in relation to the 
goals to be altaiied. Tiie formal definition of the trainees* 
aciiulrcd cxp^ilence. before smd during training, helps 
to harmonise; individual programmes with the 
oaiupatlonal pri>Je€tions thai: govern the programme as 
a whole [Tapliv. 19901. The "occupational groups" 
responsible for v. •ilabllshlng Job "reference systems" on 
the basis of learning situat]lons Invohre a process of 
exchangers asnoi^ij; representiittves of different labour 
categories (op^uitives, supervisors, engineers and 
tnoliners). The relhtional work undertaken in this group 
is isdmed partlcu^rly at co-ordinating the formalised 
instruments iiet up by the nidference systems with the 
specific woric iiituiitlons} In thu finna and the diversity of 
individual co^z^peuences. These cognitive mechanisms 
are intended to cniBure the compatimllty of the activities 
of the dlfTcrent sup«rvlso2>^ ancl occupational categories 
with those of the trainees, whose "initiative, sutononry 
and responsibility" arc to be reinforced. 
This comes very close to the "intellectual competence" 
as defined by Aokl [ 1990) to relation to Company J. built 
on a model of so-called "hortsontal" co-ordination, as 
opposed to the hierarchicsd model. '^Whilst it is 
necessazy to imagiiie nev7 forms of organisation, this 
does not mean corJ'ormlng to organisational charts, but 
building organisations based on synergies of 
competence" {Helliet 1990]. 



BUILDING A NEW BASIC COMPETENCE 

rHK main issue is that of achieving compatibility 
among often contradlctoiy modes of training in 
order to integrate them into the same programme. 

I Academic Knowledge and Practical Know-How 

Three kinds of training must be combined: 

• Osnsral trainiiif aimed at simultaneously or 
separately freeing the capacities for releaming. 
reviewing existing knowledge, acquiring basic 
knowledge and preparing for the mastery of the second 
category of applied knowledge and know-how. 

• Q^ami ilsclmlcal kno^edtfe aimed ac mastering the 
technical know-how required by the company's activity 
and the particular work station involved. 

• Tjainlaf intafrmtsd into or liakod wHli Tvork on a 

practical or behavloiual level, aimed at both integration 
into new work collectives and the concrete, "real-life" 
mastery of the operations required by the fionction to be 
ensured. 

These pn^rammes seek to break with a segmented 
vision of work procedures and to encourage 
understanding of the production process as a whole. The 
recognition of woric ejqperiences will help to individualise 
training and thus to Integrate employees* individual 
characteristics into a collective process. In the case of 
wt^men workers in the farm-produce industry, Broda 
11991] stresses the fact that employees will be all the 
more willing to involve themselves in an intensive 
trairilng progratrune if it is based on their work 
situations. This interaction between individuals and the 
Collective project Is intended to continue throughout the 



training process: each trainee receives frequent 
feedback about his or her posiUon relaUve to the 
aflsigned objectives IGRAP 1988al, which derive from a 
common i^efinitlon of the Jobs to be created. 
Tt.t creation of this new competence is likely to 
encounter two major obstacles: the first consists of 
flavouring a short-term adjustment over fixed quality 
standards; this "adaptive obstacle" is all the more 
common in that it corresponds to usual firm practices. 
The other obstacle stems from adjusting to a norm 
external to the firm— the standard programmes of the 
National Eklucation system-and thus decreasing the 
performance of the training progranmie, 

I FormaUMino Knowledge 

The dififerent experiments and methods depend on a 
prior definition of the activities that will constitute the 
new Jobs, the necessary capacities and required 
competences (the "frame of reference"). Ihe transition 
from describing acUvlUes to conceptualising them is in 
fact a task of discerning accumulated competences. Hie 
development of knowledge takes place through a 
process of formalisatlDn aimed at gointf from practical, 
"opaque" knowledge to explicit knowledge, at 
constructing technical procedures rather than empirical 
approaches (Midler 1991al. 

Certain experiments create industrial kno^edge that is 
strongly Ued to technical norms but still based on 
individual specificities: 'Trainees were asked to prepare 
work-station cards, a training manual, etc., wnich 
entails a formalisatlci of InformaUon on the operation 
and setting of the machines" (although it is 
acknowledged that all the setters were not in agreement 
on the best way of doing this) [GRAP 198dal. 



CERTmCATION AND THE INTERNAL 
MARKET 

THE carrying out of these activities coincide with a 
transformation of the link between training and 
company dasslficaUons (Mihaut 1992). The model of 
the strict link is clearty described by Helliet ( 1990): 'The 
principle of the recognition of diplomaij [within the 
classification levels] Is absolute. Ihe diploma retains its 
ayn^bolic nature in several respects: it is a recognition 
of acquired training, a recognition of the individual's 
industrial efficiency and finally, a sodai recognition. The 
leveb that diplomas represent have not posed any 
problem of recognition to date, even in the case of a 
conflictual situation". lYie case studied by C616rier 
11990] introduces a compromise between previous 
management, which favoured seniority, and a titter 
link between the individual's degrees and his or her 
classification: workers with diplomas advance one level 
relative to their previous situation, but subsequent 
advancement with the status of multi-^cilled worker 
takes place on the basis of seniority. 
In all Instances, the company demonstrates the 
intention to rebuild workers' careers on the basis of 
training that is certified and in any case recognised over 
seniority, the criterion that traditionally dominates 
French firms. 

This move towards an internal market of the "Industrial" 
kind, based on formal rules, is complemented by a 
"tutorial" supervision invohring periodic evaluations of 
individuals during the training itself and afterwards in 
the course of regular shop activity. The place accorded 
to individual qualities T'wnat is each person capable of 
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doing?" rather than •'what doea he dor) rcqulrca 
evaluations that regularly verify the progreaa of the 
between knowing and doing and. on occaalon. enteiu 
support of the supervisory personnel IKlrsch 1990al. 
Thii support U invoked to guarantee day-to-day 
compatabiUty of Industrial quality requirements and 
Individual competences. 

IKAINWG EPnCIENCY, INDUSTRIAL 
EFHCIENCY 

THE classic managerial notion of the links between 
training and organisation attempts to create a 
"reservoir^ of general competences In order to adapt the 
workforce to &< compan/s future needs. This approach 
can come up against serious d^funcUons, however. For 
lack of short-term concretlsation In Job organisation, 
contents and management, the sequential 
approach-flrstyou tram and then (perhaps) you change 
the work-discourages employees and does not generate 
the confidence eUcltcd by the creation of a ritfourous 
training prograrflme for tliose being trained and for the 
company. 

Conversely, the process analysed by Midler 11988 and 
19891 in a robotUied shctct-metal shop brings out the 
importance of changing organisation limnedlatchr. of 
trying it out in a reea-lifc situation and thus of maSdng 
the reorgarUsation a training process tn itself. Iht 
work-training link is no longer strictly pedagogical: it U 
also organisational. 

In addition, however costly these degree-granting 
training programmes appear at first glance, they are In 
fact muA less so in view of the rapid imprcvements In 
quality and reduction of brtsakdown rates that can be 



observed, even during the training, when changes in the 

^^^^^ l^^l- Obtaining 
gains to competitiveness Is important in two respects: 

• to Justify the Interest of intensive training in the eyes 
of the firm's technical and financial management; 

• to promote the abiUty to meet more »tr1ngcnt 
inanufacturing norms, which U particularly difilcult to 
obtain In the short run. 



A NEW MODEL? 

THE ftagliity of the process is apparent in several 
respects. First of all, economic circumstances were 
often milte specific, in that the sometimes c?ctrcmc 
deterioration of the financial situation, and of 
competitiveness, meant that skllllng training was 
piBcticalfy the last resort Such grave difficulties called 
into question the prior system of organisation, 
behaviours and rules and opened a rather uncoinmon 
field of intervention to the experimenters. Healthier 
firms might well have been more prudent. 

For certain companies, the financial cost involved 
means that further «g)erlments depend on obtaining 
new public funding. Tne Intenstvcness of the traUilng 
courses, spread over several semesters, raises the fear 
of numerous drop-outs, particularly mm the target 
population has very few skills. FlnaUy. the personalities 
of mose v*^o devise and direct the experiment pl^ a 
determining role: according to Bousquet and 
Grandgiraniil990al. the departure of the initiators can 
weaken or destabilise objectives. 

Eric Verdier 
CDxuislation by Miriam Rosen) 
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